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Story Behind the Bestseller 

David Lifton’s ‘Best Evidence’ 

by Howard Fields 



T he author didn't have a contract 
before researching the book; 
there was no six-figure advance, 
no megabucks bidding among publish- 
ers for the right to issue the work. The 
author ignored the industry dislike of 
multiple submission of the manuscripi. 
and when he did find a publisher, re- 
viewers received no books before pub- 
lication day. A news conference in 
Washington, D.C.. to announce the 
book to the major news media bombed. 

When reviews of “Best Evidence" 
did appear in February, many panned 
the book for its bizarre conclusion that 
President Kennedy's body was altered 
between the shooting in Dallas and the 
autopsy six hours later in lieihesda. 
Md., to hide evidence that llie IVesi- 
denl had been shot from the liont. But 



David L-ifton and his publisher. Mac- 
millan. couldn't be happier with the 
turn of events. "Best Evidence" en- 
tered the Washin^lon Fust's bestseller 
list at #4. less than a month after the 
January 1.^ publication day; the follow- 
ing week it joined the /TV list at #1.^ 
and Tin- New York Times list at #12. 
Macmillan has not only sold all 
copies of its tirst printing; it has just 
gone into a second printing of 2.^.(HM) 
and decided to do a third and perhaps a 
fourth. 

All this is head\ siulV for Litton, a 
first-time author who received only a 
advance ft>r 15 vears ol re- 
search for a 2000'page manuscript. But 
uhen asked his reaction to his success. 
Liflon answers with an almost laconic 
"very pleased." 



Liflon then added. Tf I .sound sub- 
dued. I guess what I'm hoping for is a 
new investigation. It may be hard to 
believe this, but I never got involved in 
this for a rovaliy check. I really became 
involved in it it) see something happen. 
It will always he a disappointment, no 
matter how- successful the book is as a 
l^ook. if there is not some kind of 
official follow-up. Maybe J'm asking 
for too much loo soon." 

.Apparently he is. A Justice Depart- 
ment spokesperson said at the end of 
I'ebruary that "no recommendation 
laboui reopening the case] has been 
made to the Attorney General." And 
he knew i>l' no consideration of Lifton's 
evidence within the department. 

L.vcn if ofhcial Washington is ignor- 
ing "Best Lvidence," it was quite evi- 
dent early on that the rest of the coun- 
trv was not. Jeanine Johnson, Macmil- 
lan publicist who was at the 
Washington news conference that at- 
tracted only a smattering of the press 
corps, leained how' unrepresentative 
the Washington reaction was when she 
ai lived hack in her office and found 
inquiries from around the country that 
"literally look days to answer." 

Albert IJlewka, president of Mac- 
millan general books division, believes 
the boi>k owed some of its success to 
the manner in which it was released. 
The first public w'ord about it came in 
an advertisement in the September 5, 
I9SU, issue of Fuhiishers Weekly that 
carried the ominous black-and-white 
message on the cover, "One hundred 
years from now . . . leading the 
reader to the inside cover. There the ad 
continued, "This book will still be 
shocking." The copy teased the reader 
about the premise of the book w'ithoul 
revealing it and concluded: "Mr. Lif- 
lon's evidence is so sensitive, so 
shocking, that Macmillan is compelled 
to forgo the prc-publicaiion publicity 
usually accorded a major nonfiction 
title. No facts will be revealed until the 
day of the book's release." 

Instead of a book. Macmillan sales 
people were given a slide presentation 
with sound, nut together by an adver- 
tising .iguic\ . Liiveis from the major 
bi>okseller chains and regional book- 
sellers also viewed the show. Macmil- 
lan piepaicd a 22-nunule movie of in- 
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terviews with key witnesses to under- 
-pin the author's credibility and had the 
book reviewed for accuracy by a foren- 
sic pathologist and a neurosurgeon. 

Litewka said the secrecy surround- 
ing Lifton's conclusions in the book 
was intended partly because the hook 
was not yet ready, and Macmillan 
wanted to avoid reactions based upon 
synopses. But primarily, he said, it was 
because “I thought it was a book that 
would take special preparation in mar- 
keting because there was nothing else 
like it. 

When you first approach someone 
and say, ‘We have a Kennedy book,’ 
they say, ‘Not another Kennedy book.’ 
But you have to go on and make it clear 
that this is an extraordinary book, and 
why.” 

Even before Litewka saw the manu- 
script, it already had a bizarre past — as 
did its author. Lifton admits to an ob- 
session with the subject since the Ken- 
nedy assassination occurred on No- 
vember 22, 1963. That obsession led 
him to quit a comfortable aerospace job 
and graduate school in the mid-1960s 
and to live for the next 10 years off 
$6000 in savings, the munificence of his 
Long Island parents and occasional TV 
appearances as an expert on the two- 
gunman theory. 

During those 10 years, he amassed 




Author David Lifton 

enough assassination information to fill 
25 filing cabinet drawers and 10 storage 
boxes in his Los Angeles apartment. 
His parents hoped that if they indulged 
him for a while, Lifton would get the 
obsession out of his system, 

Lifton never entertained any 
thoughts about turning his obsession 
into a book until the Rockefeller Com- 
mission Report in 1975 endorsed the 
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original Warren Commission Report. 
After compiling an extensive outline 
and 300 pages of text. Lifton tried his 
first publisher that year. Then and for 
the next year he had rejections from 
several publishers and agents. "They 
wanted to know' who did shoot Kenne- 
dy,” Lifton said. He did not claim to 
know that’. 

A Literary Agent Steps In 

In October 1976, Lifton met New' 
York literary agent Peter Shepherd, 
who agreed to represent him. Shepherd 
cross-examined the writer like a pros- 
ecutor, offered him suggestions and 
‘tried to explain to me the realities of 
the publishing industry,” Lifton said. 

Shepherd first suggested trying a pa- 
perback house for the book. There 
were no takers. Next Shepherd tried 
another hardcover publisher, where an 
editor said that although he couldn’t 
take it, Lifton should rewrite the manu- 
script as a personal narrative. “I didn’t 
understand why,” Lifton said. "All 
that counted was the evidence and 
analysis. But then, Peter said it was a 
book, not a brief,” and Lifton agreed 
with the first-person approach. 

By the summer of 1978, Lifton had 
produced nine chapters and a synopsis. 
In August, he had 22 photocopies made 
of the manuscript, loaded them into a 
station wagon and personally dropped 
off copies at a score of publishing 
houses in Manhattan. 

“Within a day Macmillan’s Jeremiah 
Kaplan called Peter and said he was 
interested,” Lifton recalled. By Octo- 
ber, Lifton had a contract. Kaplan 
wanted the final manuscript by the fol- 
lowing September. But the House of 
Representatives, bowing to pressure, 
had set up a Select Committee on As- 
sassinations. and when hearings were 
held in the summer of 1978, Lifton’s 
book was delayed some more. The 
hearings also disclosed, however, the 
names of militap' underlings whom Lif- 
ton later interviewed on film. That, as 
far as he was concerned, gave him all 
the corroboration he needed for the 
theory that he had w'orked on for nearly 
15 years. 

Lifton said he had written past the 
current ending in his book to get into 
why the presence of a second gunman 
was covered up, necessarily with the 
help of the U.S. Secret Service. But he 
said his agent advised him to back up 
and end with the cover-up conclusion 
and save the rest for another book. The 
manuscript was then cut in half at Mac- 
millan’s suggestion. 

Anyone who talks to Lifton knows 
he is still a man obsessed by President 
Kennedy’s assassination. But when it 
comes to writing a sequel, he said, “I 
feel like a wrung-out dishrag. I’m really 
much more interested in learning how 
to ski than I am in writing another 
book.” 

[Trade News continued on page 44] 





